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The building was designed by architect George L.
Pfeiffer (top right) who was also a German immi-
grant and an active member of the club.

The Vorwaerts Turner Hall is a fine example of the
Queen Anne style of architecture with its asym-
metrical facade, projecting bays, and combination
of rough and smooth textured stone (above).  The
paired columns and capitals (right) display a high
degree of masonry craftsmanship in traditional
limestone.
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Decorative richness is another trait of the Queen Anne style, manifested at the Vorwaerts Turner
Hall by the carved-limestone ornamental details, particularly by the columns and pilaster capitals
at the base of the building, and the heraldry and floral ornament at the upper portion of the
gable.

The Queen Anne style is also noted for its eclectic combinations of forms from separate
architectural styles.  Such combinations include the use of Classical columns, Romanesque
arched openings, and Gothic ornamental details at the Vorwaerts Turner Hall.

LATER HISTORY OF THE TURNVEREIN VORWAERTS

The period around the two World Wars was accompanied by increasingly anti-German
sentiment in America.  Assimilation was particularly strong within the German-American ethnic
community during this time, and participation in ethnic clubs like Turnverein declined nationally.
In an effort to adapt, the organization Anglicized its name to the “Forwards Turners” and
adopted the slogan “Turnerism is Americanism.”  In 1938 the Illinois Association of Turners
disavowed any links to fascist organizations, due to “annoyance and even attacks by misled
mobs.”  Such a mob had gathered outside the Vorwaerts Turner Hall in 1938 on the suspicion
that a meeting of German-American fascists was being held.  Upon dispersing the mob, the
police found that only a basketball game was taking place inside the Hall.

The Turnverein Vorwaerts declined steadily through World War II as most of its members
moved from the Near West Side to outlying neighborhoods and suburbs.  The building was sold
in 1945 to a Mexican community association which used it as a social center.  Later, reflecting
the evolving ethnic makeup of the neighborhood, the building served as a house of worship for
two African-American congregations.

Though the building was sold, the Forwards Turners survived as an organization, and in 1954 it
merged with the Social and Swiss Turnverein organizations in Chicago, forming the American
Turners of Northwest Chicago.  In 1956, this organization built a new gymnasium on Belmont
and Natoma Avenues.  In 2005 the American Turners of Northwest Chicago moved to
suburban Schiller Park where it continues to operate a gymnastics and social program open to
all ethnic groups.

CRITERIA FOR DESIGNATION

According to the Municipal Code of Chicago (Sec. 2-120-690), the Commission on Chicago
Landmarks has the authority to make a recommendation of landmark designation for a building,
structure, or district if the Commission determines it meets two or more of the stated “criteria for
landmark designation,” as well as possesses a significant degree of its historic design integrity.

The following should be considered by the Commission on Chicago Landmarks in determining
whether to recommend that the Vorwaerts Turner Hall be designated as a Chicago Landmark.
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(Right) The cover illustration
for the Turnverein Vorwaerts
50th anniversary publication.
(Below) A group portrait of
Turnverein Vorwaerts basket-
ball team from 1907.
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Criterion 1: Critical Part of the City’s History
Its value as an example of the architectural, cultural, economic, historic, social or other
aspect of the heritage of the City of Chicago, the State of Illinois or the United States.

• The Vorwaerts Turner Hall is historically significant for its association with the Turner
movement, a social and cultural movement which began in Germany and was brought to
America by German immigrants in the 19th century.  Chicago had the largest number of
such Turnverein organizations of any American city, and the Vorwaerts Turner Hall is a
rare surviving example of the 34 Turner halls that once existed in Chicago.

• The Vorwaerts Turner Hall exemplifies a neighborhood ethnic sports club, a distinctive
type of institution that served the cultural and social needs of, in this case, the many
German immigrants who settled in Chicago.  The structure was built by the Turnverein
Vorwaerts, and served as a forum for labor struggles, mass meetings and political
speeches during the turbulent political period of late 19th century Chicago.

• In the promotion of physical education in public schools and improvements in municipal
park facilities, the activities of the Turnverein Vorwaerts reflect the broader goals of the
Turner movement in American cities in the 19th century to improve public health and the
quality of urban life.  Through class demonstrations, advocacy, and donation of
equipment, the Turnverein Vorwaerts helped establish physical education as a regular
part of the curriculum in Chicago Public Schools.  The Turnverein Vorwaerts played an
important role in the transformation of the city’s parks from passive to more active
forms of recreation by developing plans and gathering community support for improved
facilities at Douglas Park, and several members of the organization served prominent
positions within for the city’s park system.

• With its German-language inscriptions and symbols, the facade of the Vorwaerts Turner
Hall conveys its associations with the importance of ethnic identity in Chicago’s history
and development, in general, and specifically the contributions of the Chicago’s German
ethnic community, one of the city’s largest ethnic groups.

Criterion 4: Important Architecture
Its exemplification of an architectural type or style distinguished by innovation, rarity,
uniqueness or overall quality of design, detail, materials, or craftsmanship.

• The Vorwaerts Turner Hall is a rare-surviving example of a German Turner Hall, an
unusual building type that housed neighborhood athletic clubs in Chicago’s German
ethnic neighborhoods in the late 19th century.
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(Above) Jacob
Gebhardt tending
the bar at the
Turnverein
Vorwaerts in 1919.
(Right) Looking
west down
Roosevelt Road
from Halsted
Street in 1910:  the
Vorwaerts Turner
Hall is one of the
few historic
buildings that
survive from this
commercial strip.
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• In its overall form, the Vorwaerts Turner Hall is a fine example of the picturesque Queen
Anne style of architecture with its asymmetrical facade organization, picturesque
roofline, rich decorative details in carved limestone, and its mixture of Classical,
Romanesque, and Gothic motifs.  Other characteristic features of the style include the
building’s projecting oriel and bay windows, front-facing gable, patterned shingles, and
alternating bands of smooth- and course-faced limestone.

• The building is distinguished by its high degree of masonry craftsmanship in traditional
limestone, particularly in its elaborately-carved column and pilaster capitals, molding and
stringcourses, inscriptions, and the carved bust of Friedrich Ludwig Jahn, the German
founder of the Turnverein movement.

Criterion 7: Unique Visual Feature
Its unique location or distinctive physical appearance or presence representing an
established and familiar visual feature of a neighborhood, community, or City of Chicago.

• The Vorwaerts Turner Hall is a distinct visual presence on Roosevelt Road, a major
arterial street, as one of the few-surviving historic buildings of a once-densely built-up
commercial street on the Near West Side.

• With its carved German-language inscriptions and Turner symbols, the Vorwaerts Turner
Hall has a distinctive visual appearance that conveys the building’s historic connection to
the German ethnic community which built it.

Integrity Criterion
The integrity of the proposed landmark must be preserved in light of its location, design,
setting, materials, workmanship and ability to express its historic community,
architectural or aesthetic interest or value.

The Vorwaerts Turner Hall retains its historic location, overall design and carved decorative
details and ornamentation.  Carved inscriptions and symbols convey the building’s historic ethnic
association.  The limestone exterior displays a high degree of craftsmanship in traditional
materials and detailing.

Changes to the building’s exterior include the replacement of windows. This is a typical, minor
and reversible change which does not detract from the building’s overall architectural and
aesthetic value. The exterior doors have also been replaced with salvaged historic doors of a
similar vintage as the building.

In 2007, the rear portion of the building which contained the gymnasium was demolished.  This
rear structure was completely obscured by neighboring buildings, therefore it possessed little
architectural character and was clad with a common brick exterior.  The removal of the rear
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portion of the building has not significantly diminished the Vorwaerts Turner Hall’s ability to
convey its architectural and historical values.

SIGNIFICANT HISTORICAL AND ARCHITECTURAL FEATURES

Whenever a building is under consideration for landmark designation, the Commission on
Chicago Landmarks is required to identify the “significant historical and architectural features” of
the property.  This is done to enable the owner and the public to understand which elements are
considered most important to preserve the historical and architectural character of the proposed
landmark.

Based on its evaluation of the Vorwaerts Turner Hall the Commission staff recommends that
significant historical and architectural features be identified as:

• all exterior elevations, including rooflines, of the building.
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